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Fannin: The Jacksonville Mutiny of 1865

The Jacksonville Mutiny of 1865
by John F. Fannin

I

n the fall of 1865, white officers of the 3rdRegiment, United
States Colored Troops (3rdUSCT) hung a black enlisted man
by his thumbs on the Jacksonville parade ground-a misdemeanor-level punishment-for stealing a jar of molasses from the
field kitchen. Black soldiers gathered around the officers standing
in front of the dangling prisoner and loudly objected to the
thumb-hanging. The protest quickly turned into a melee in which
enlisted soldiers and officers exchanged gunfire and grappled
hand-to-hand. Subsequently, six soldiers would be tried for mutiny
and executed. Another seven received lengthy prison sentences
and one was released without penalty. That these soldiers rioted
over a routine (for the times) army thumb-hanging on the eve of
their discharge from historic military service invites inquiry.
Scholarly treatment of this episode has been summary and
often based on questionable newspaper sources. Most accounts
simply mention the event without drawing larger concl~sions.~
Richard A. Martin and Daniel L. Schafer devoted only a single
paragraph to the riot in their history of the Civil War in
Jacksonville. Moreover, the local newspaper articles that informed
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1. Joseph T. Glatthaar, Forged in Battle: The Civil War Alliance of Black Soldiers and
Their White Oficers (New York: Free Press, 1989), 22324; Richard A. Martin
and Daniel L. Schafer, Jacksonville's Ordeal by Fire: A Civil War History.
(Hartwell, Ga.: Florida Publishing, 1984), 27. Daniel L. Schafer's later book,
Thunder on the River: The Civil war in Nmtheast florida (University Press of
Florida, 2010), 273-75, treats the event in more detail.
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369
their research erroneously reported that two soldiers died in the
mutiny. The authors' observation that the mutiny took place in the
midst of racial tensions in Jacksonville and that the incident
shocked the entire state suggests that the event had larger implications for understanding African American life in the postwar
South.
While an attorney in the U.S. Army Judge Advocate General
Corps (JAG),B. Kevin Bennett wrote of the episode in an essay he
prepared for JAG reviewers. The first to write in detail about the
mutiny, Bennett reviewed the transcripts of the courts-martial proceedings and focused his analysis on the legal aspects of the
mutiny and on the fourteen courts-martial. His subsequent article
did not attempt to examine the root causes of the protest and
made no effort to trace the events of the 3rdUSCT in the years and
months before the mutiny. Bennett summarized the convictions,
prison sentences, and six death sentences as the African
Americans' introduction to army military justice.*
Joseph Glatthaar's Fmged in Battle is a major contribution to
the historiography of white officers and black enlisted men serving
together for the first time in the Federal USCT units. Like other
scholars, his work contains a mention of the Jacksonville mutiny
that is summary. However, he also writes of longstanding racial
tension, noting that "authorities . . . could not get witnesses to testiq against their comrade^."^ Glatthaar suggested that although
officers clearly grew to appreciate the value of black soldiers, they
never regarded them as social or political equals. After the war as
African Americans engaged in a fight for laws guaranteeing meaningful participation in American life, USCT officers, whose racial
opinions might have been expected to change during their historic joint service, were not notably supportive of their former
comrades-in-arms. *
The violent confrontation between the white officers and
black enlisted men on the Jacksonville parade ground can be better understood as the culmination of racial indignities experiJACKSONVILLE

2.
2

4.

MUTINY

B. Kevin Bennett, "TheJacksonville Mutiny,'Wilitary Law Review 134 (1990):
15'7-1'72.
Glatthaar,Forged, 224. The transcripts of trial contain ample soldiers' testimony-enough to convict thirteen out of fourteen charged, of whom six men
(Glatthaar says five) were sentenced to die.
Glatthaar, Forged, 260-264.
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enced by men fighting to prove their worth as men and citizens.
This article traces the service experiences of the soldiers of the 3rd
USCT, that began with the regiment's formation outside of
Philadelphia and continued with its first wartime assignment at
Morris Island , South Carolina, near Charleston. It continues with
the regiment's peripheral involvement with the North's defeat in
Florida at the Battle of Olustee near Lake City, and twenty months
as occupation troops in Jacksonville and northeast Florida. In the
course of their military service, black soldiers became increasingly
angry and demonstrative about perceived and actual racial discrimination. The soldiers of the 3rd USCT, compatriots in war,
who lost their tempers in Jacksonville on the morning of October
29, 1865, white and black, embodied the existing animosities and
tensions of Americans generally-white and black.
In the tumultuous days that followed war's end, the rights of
black Americans, in the North and South, were forged in a milieu of
uncertainty. It was one thing for the Union army to free the enemy's
slaves, which most white Northerners came to view as a moral imperative, but it was quite another to have four million people of African
descent thrust-as civil and political equals-into white America's
everyday life. By the end of this most debilitating war many whites no
doubt felt they had done enough. African Americans, who had
entered the army midway through the Civil War with high hopes
about what emancipation and winning the war might mean for their
freedom and their respect, not to mention their economic
prospects, came to realize in the ensuing years that forcibly undoing
men's laws did not necessarily change their hearts. As historically
important as emancipation was, the content of the amorphous word,
"citizenship," would be hammered out in successive decadesdecades in which most white Americans seemingly did not regard
the privileges of African American citizenship with the same urgency
as winning the intersectional war of emancipation.

Forming a Black Regiment.
Following Abraham Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation in
January 1863, the Union Army began accepting African-American
volunteers into newly-formed regiments of United States Colored
Troops, but they did not attempt to unite white and black enlisted
soldiers in the same units. The men of the 3rd USCT consisted of
free blacks and former slaves, recruited from Pennsylvania and surrounding states. Its officers were white and all had been commis-
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sioned in the North. Private Jacob Plowden, 44, had joined the
regiment, accompanied by two relatives, John Plowden, 31, and
Benjamin Plowden, 33. In the regiment's induction record they
were listed as brothers from Franklin County, Pennsylvania and
"farmers." Compared to the many younger inductees who drilled
at Camp William Penn, the older Jacob Plowden was no doubt
something of an authority figure. He had a volatile temper, which
he would later demonstrate, and he resented soldiers being punished like wayward slaves. Two years later he would instigate the
fateful mutiny in Jacksonville.
The July Union attacks on Fort Wagner in South Carolina,
determined the first duty station for the soldiers of the 3rd
Regiment USCT and the new recruits were deployed to Morris
Island in August 1863. There they dug trenches and constructed
battery platforms for long-range artillery. The officers who evaluated the black soldiers described them as more timorous than the
white, but more docile and obedient, and more apt to follow the
examples of their officers. The officers agreed that the black soldier was less skillful but nevertheless was fully capable of performing the required hard labor. While white officers might have
considered their evaluations indicative of the battle-readiness of
their troops, racial stereotypes and cultural expectations are evident in their words.
The actions of USCT units in the summer of 1863 challenged
earlier assumptions about their unsuitability as combat soldiers.
On July 11, Union troops attacked Fort Wagner on Morris Island,
which protected the southern entry into Charleston harbor.
Suffering heavy casualties in the attempt to take the fort, General
Quincy Gillmore changed his strategy. He now determined to
"sap" (dig sheltered trenches) gradually toward Wagner and subject it to continual shelling from gun emplacements installed on
the marshlands. He also ordered the newly arrived regiments to
shovel their way along the ground, digging a zigzagged trench, in
order to advance the Union position toward the Confederate-held
battery. A second attack on Wagner on the evening ofJuly 18 likewise proved futile in capturing the fort, although the heroic action
of the Massachusetts 54" demonstrated to the nation the bravery
of black soldiers.
5.
6.

Regimental Infantry Books, 3rd Regiment, USCT, Book 1, page 54, RG94,
NARA, Washington, D.C.
Note No. 19, Colored Troops for Work, O& ser. 1, 28 (I), 328-29.
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Having missed the two engagements, the men of the 3rdUSCT
sweltered in the late summer heat as they dug their way slowly
toward the walls of the now-besieged Wagner. In addition to the
difficulties attendant to working in the broiling sun, Confederate
gunners continuously shelled the trenches, and their sharpshooters picked off the exposed soldiers at great distances. Union oE-,.
cers switched to nighttime sapping operations, while Gillmore's
artillery blasted Fort Wagner and nearby Battery Gregg to provide
cover. Finally, on the evening of September 6", after spiking the
heavy guns, the Confederates pulled out of the fortified position
under the cover of darkness. There had been 150 casualties in the
Morris Island working parties during the siege. After four weeks of
drudgery as self-described "diggers and sappers and miners,"
Corporal Henry Harmon of Company "B" wrote home proudly
that the 3rdUSCT deserved much of the credit for taking of Forts
Wagner and Gregg by their bravery and coolness in the trenches,
digging their way up to the parapets:

9

Dear sir, we have taken Forts Wagner and Gregg, and you
would ask how and by whom it was taken? By the soldiers
of the gallant 3d Regiment of United States Colored
Troops, backed by the 54" Massachusetts Volunteers, and
the 2d South Carolina Volunteers [Colored] with spades
and shovels dug up to the very parapet of the rebel fort
under a heavy fire of grape and canister shell from rebel
batteries Gregg, Wagner, Sumter, and James Island, Fort
Johnson and other batteries.
In those trenches our men distinguished themselves
for bravery and coolness, which required more nerve than
the exciting bayonet charge. And, sir, I am proud to say
that I am a member of the 3d United States Colored
Troops, and I hope I am not considered boasting when I
say so. Our career has not been unmarked by loss of
human life. We have had ten of our number killed and I
cannot say exactly how many wounded; but it amounts to
over twenty. Mou can say of the colored man, we too have
borne our share of the burden.'
7.

Henry Harmon, Letter of 3 April 1865. A Grand Army of Black Men: Lettersflorn
Ahcan-American Soldiers in the Union Army, 1861 - 1865, Edwin S. Redkey, ed.
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 3436. For more on Henry
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Thirteen men in Corporal Harmon's regiment had been killed;
twenty-six others died of disease and of other non-combat causes
in their six months on the South Carolina coast.8 Deployment on
Morris Island had subjected the 3rdUSCT to the realities of service
under fire and had provided the first examples of black resistance
to arcane military punishment.
After two months of toil on the island, Private Jacob Plowden
had been promoted to the rank of corporal. Three weeks after
his promotion, however, he was arrested and court-martialed for
disobedience of orders. Corporal Plowden had been at breakfast
on the morning of October 25, when an unruly enlisted man
cursed Lieutenant Edmund P. Barker, of Company E. Lieutenant
Barker ordered Plowden to assist him in seizing the man and tying
him up by his thumbs. Plowden refused, and in a loud voice he
not only scorned the proposed thumb-hanging in front of the
other soldiers, he grabbed his musket from his tent and yelled that
"no God-damned white officer" was going to frighten him. For this
behavior, Lieutenant Barker had Plowden arrested and court-martialed. Regimental officers took testimony two days later and
found Jacob Plowden guilty of "conduct subversive to good order
and discipline." Plowden was reduced in rank back to private and
served 30 days in the stockade on bread and water.1° Two months
after his release, he was transferred to Jacksonville together with
his regiment. Private Jacob Plowden had not changed his mind
about white officers tying up black men by the thumbs. His determination to defend black soldiers against this punishment ultimately would cost him his life.

The Florida Campaign
In late December 1863, Major General Quincy A. Gillmore
received approval of his proposed invasion of Florida from the
Harmon, see Darius J. Young, "Henry S. Harmon: Pioneer African American
Attorney in Reconstruction-eraFlorida,"Rmz'da Historical Quarterly vol85, no.
2 (Fall 2006) : 1 17-196.
8. Pennsylvania Volunteers, 3rd United States Colored Regiment. Gayley, Alice J., ed.
Accessed 20 November 2006, at http://www.pa-roots.com /pacw/usct/
3rdusct/3rdusctorg.html. Numbers compiled from individual statistics.
9. General Order 33, Col. B. Tilghman, Regimental Infantry Book, 3rd Reg.
USCI, book 5 of 7 (Companies A-K), page 115, RG94, NARA, Washington,
D.C.
10. Jacob Plowden, Regimental Court Martial, 3rd United States Colored Troops,
Case No. 5, October 29, 1863 (Morris Island, S.C.), RG 94, NARA,
Washington, D.C.
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Union commander General Henry Halleck. By the time Halleck
asked for additional information on the planned assault in midJanuary, Gillmore had received a letter from President Lincoln
requesting the general's assistance in aiding John Hay's efforts to
expedite the return of Florida to the Union through the registration
of voters sympathetic to the American cause. Gillmore's response to
Halleck's inquiry thus expanded the original purpose of acquiring
provisions and recruits to include the more political objective. The
February movement of soldiers from South Carolina to Florida was
accompanied with a high degree of secrecy; when Brig. General
Truman Seymour transferred the 3rd USCT and other regiments to
Hilton Head to board naval transports, he still had not advised his
field officers that they were headed to Jacksonville.ll
Aboard the steamer Saxon, Cyrus Brown, a young lieutenant in
the 3rd USCT from Genesee County, New York, correctly guessed
that they were bound for Florida. The regiment switched vessels for
the run over the sandbar at the mouth of the St. Johns River and
began the eighteen-mile journey to Jacksonville. The "Lincoln
Gunboats" Ottawa and Nmwich advanced upriver ahead of the troops,
scouted for rebel artillery and gunners, and returned with the allclear signal. The remaining armada of steam boats and transports of
all kinds then headed to the wharfs of the downtown district. As they
approached the once-lovely watefiont, the Union soldiers looked at
a city in ruins. The Union flagship, MapZeZeaJ landed at the wharf on
the morning of February 8" followed by the steamer, Gen. Hunttx
Snipers shot at the Huntm, wounding a soldier of the 54" USCT and
injuring a crewman. Soldiers hastily disembarked in pursuit of the
gunmen, but found the roads "obstructed by felled trees."12
Some white residents of Jacksonville, sympathetic to the
Confederacy, were angered by the reappearance of black soldiers
and their white officers. In the previous year, black soldiers occupying the town for the third time had vandalized it as they evacuated and burned much of it to the ground. As Esther Hill Hawks,
11. Cyrus Brown Diary, 6-7 February 1864, Special Collections,Jacksonville Public
Library,Jacksonville, Florida. Lincoln saw the expedition in political terms as
a way to energize Union support and meet the ten percent requirement established by Proclamation of Amnesty and Reconstruction to restore the state to
the Union. Gillmore, on the other hand, was interested in what the state
could provide: lumber, turpentine, and potential black recruits.
12. Corporal James H. Gooding, On the Altar of Freedom: A Black Soldier's Civil War
Letters from the Front. ed. Virginia M. Adams, (Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 1991) 112-13.
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a physician with the Union Army, noted, the town had a "deserted
look," and "tall chimnies alone stood to mark the spot and tell the
tale of what had been on and near the wharf."13
Orliff Dorman was one observer who watched the arrival of
Union soldiers with disdain. He later noted that black troops near
Lake City shot a pair of reckless locals who had hidden in trees
along the march route in order to pick off passing soldiers:

... Zack

Haddock and Frank Sauer have been shot by
negro troops, near Lake City. That they were in a tree
shooting at the negroes; (by way of amusement, I suppose,) and were finally shot by them out of the tree. I
doubt this but I don't know why or how such reports
should get out, without something to found it 'on.l4
On the 16th General Seymour advised his superior that he had
ordered the 7th Connecticut, the 4'7th New York and the 3rd
USCT to move up to the town of Baldwin, west of Jacksonville, in
preparation for an assault on Lake City. The 8th USCT, under the
command of Colonel C.W. Fribley, arrived two days later on
February 18th and encamped alongside the tracks of the Florida
Railroad, which intersected the tracks of the Florida Atlantic &
Gulf Central Railroad at Baldwin, a critical transportation junction. As the battle preparations continued, the 3rd USCT was sent
to Camp Shaw for "instruction and organization."I5
By the time soldiers of the 3rd USCT reached Camp Shaw, they
had already become aware of the tensions their occupation of
Florida evoked and would soon be reminded of the quick and violent punishments the army could impose for any breach of racial
customs. Most locals eyed them suspiciously, perhaps wondering if
the African Americans were former Florida slaves returning for
revenge. As a result their officers kept them under tight rein in the
13. For a full account of this incident, see Martin and Schafer,Jacksonville's Ordeal
by Fire, 160-165. Gerald Schwartz, ed., A WomanDoctor's Civil WarDiary: Esther
Hill Hawks 'Diary (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1984, 1992),
59.
14. Orliff M. Dorman Papers, 18631865, Folder 1, Vol. 11, Box 1,Manuscript
Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
15. Brown diary, 22 February 1864. Col. Fribley died in battle February 21 as the
8th came under heavy fire. His body was never recovered. Until its occupation by Union soldiers, Camp Shaw had been Camp Finegan. See William M.
Jones, "AReport on the Site of Camp Finegan,"Horida Historical Quarter4Vol.
39, no. 4 (April 1961), 366-373.
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hostile country. At about the same time that the 3rd USCT arrived
at Camp Shaw, physician Esther Hill Hawks rode out from
Jacksonville to help with expected casualties of the planned attack.
Her diary records the discomfort of preparing camp in freezing
weather. However, weather was not the most distressing aspect of
her time in Camp Shaw. Three "boyish looking" blacks from the
Massachusetts 55th were under guard at the camp, having been
arrested at midnight and charged with sexually assaulting a white
woman. They were tried immediately and hanged within a day. An
audience of black soldiers sobbed aloud as the dying men dangled
before them on hastily assembled gallows. General Seymour, who
had ridden over to Camp Shaw to oversee the executions, turned to
the assembled men in formation and shouted, "Served them right,
now let any other man try it if he dares." Esther Hawks, watching the
hangings and hearing Seymour's remarks, later wrote in her diary:
The bearing of the Gen. and his manner of speaking left
an impression on our offices (sic) of his utter heartlessness. If the same measure had been meted out to white
officers and men who have been guilty of the same offense
toward black women, Gen. S. [Seymour] might have
grown hoarse in repeating his remarks. This dreadful
affair has spread a feeling of gloom over our camp.16
Esther Hawks, Jacob Plowden, and the black soldiers shivering
at attention before the executions knew full well that in the Union
army a double standard of moral accountability existed regarding
black soldiers' sexual violation of white women versus whites' violation of black women. Some northern white officers, especially
those who had no previous acquaintance with blacks in their communities, feared that men of African heritage were inherently savage and imposed swift punishment for any violation of military
rules.17 Especially fearful of black on white rape, their attitude of
mistrust embittered black soldiers, aggravated tensions in all USCT
regiments, and perhaps contributed to the events of October 1865.
Union Commanders, focused on the impending engagement with
16. Schwartz, A Woman Doctor's Civil War, 61. Hawks was present and aware of a
number of sexually-violated black women and children when white soldiers
occupied Beaufort and the Sea Islands in the fall of 1862: "Nocolored woman
or girl was safe from the brutal lusts of the soldiers . . . officers and men."
Ibid., 34.
17. Glatthaar, Forged, 84.

Published by STARS, 2009

9

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 88 [2009], No. 3, Art. 6

Confederate forces, apparently disregarded the resentment their
actions at Camp Shaw produced.
Meanwhile, General Seymour grew impatient as he waited for
a locomotive to provide logistical support and, without discussing
his new plan with General Gillmore, decided on a tactical raid to
destroy a Confederate railroad trestle near the Suwanee River. He
ordered supporting infantry units forward toward Lake City, where
they encountered rebel pickets ahead of a main force of
Confederates advantageously dug into a defensive position in the
pine woods. In the three-hour battle that ensued, Southern forces
at Olustee repulsed the Northern troops, who were wedged
between pine woods and the marshes of Ocean Pond. Union
forces retreated, having lost the largest percentage of engaged
forces in a single battle of the war.
Lt. Cyrus Brown of the 3rd USCT remarked in his diary that in the
withering fire and confusion of retreat, scores of badly wounded men
had to be abandoned where they fell. Alex P. Heickhold, a physician
attached to the 8th Regiment, USCT, suspected that wounded blacks
might be tortured or murdered on the battlefield. Sergeant-Major
Rufus F. Jones wrote a letter afterwards about the surgeon's wise precautions in removing wounded blacks from the field:
[Heickhold] . . . was particular in collecting the colored
troops who were wounded, and placed them in his ambulance and pushed on for a place of safety. Someone
thought the white troops should be brought away also; but
Dr. H. said: "I know what will become of the white troops
who fall into the enemy's possession, but I am not certain
as to the fate of the colored troops," and pushed on with
alacrity toward Baldwin. He also dressed the wounds of all
the Eighth that came into his camp at Barbour and a great
many others belonging to white regiments. It looked sad
to see [black] men wounded coming into camp with their
arms and equipment on, so great was their endurance and
so determined were they to defend themselves till the
death. I saw white troops that were not badly wounded,
that had thrown everything away. Is

18. Rufus S.Jones, Sergeant Major, "Letter 16, March 20, 1864,"A Grand Army of
Black Men, ed. Edwin S. Redkey (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1992): 3943.
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Cyrus Brown's superior officers instructed him to burn all
usable structures between Baldwin and Jacksonville. The objective
was to slow the rout and to give their exhausted troops an opportunity for an orderly retreat. Lieutenant Brown noted in his diary
that black regiments had "done excellent service," but other
reports told of black soldiers of the 8" USCT who had been badly
shot up in the woods. From what Brown learned, some men were
reported to have remained frozen behind trees or to have scattered haplessly as "the rebs took the field from our regiments." l9
Black soldiers fled into the woods where many were eventually captured. On the morning of March 9, 1864, Georgia citizens read in
their Macon Journal & Messenger a soldier's report of captured
black soldiers from the Olustee battle who complained of being
used as cannon fodder. Southern cavalry officers related that they
had picked up stragglers who reportedly complained of how they
were being treated by their own officers:
[Black soldiers] report great and increasing dissatisfaction
in the Federal ranks. The Pennsylvania and Massachusetts
negroes who survived the battle near Lake City are anxious to go home, and express themselves satisfied with
their military experience in Florida. They complain most
bitterly of the cruel treatment they have received from
their officers, and the manner they were made a breastwork of in the last battle. 20
While such claims may be understood as Confederate propaganda,
they cannot be dismissed out-of-hand in view of other evidence of
dissatisfaction.
Upon learning of the Olustee disaster, General Gillmore was
furious at Truman Seymour's unauthorized advance into the interior of Florida without logistical support. Many ordinary Union soldiers felt that Truman Seymour had indeed marched them into a
trap. After they got back to Jacksonville, Captain Oscar Ladley of
the '75" Ohio Mounted Infantry frankly said so to Major Frederick
Bardwell of the 3rdUSCT. In a letter home, Ladley summarized

19. Cyrus Brown, Diary, 22 February 1864.
20. "FromFlorida,"MaconJournal &Messenger, Wednesday, March 9,1864. In this
instance there were reports that the Black regiments were placed in front to
absorb the withering fire, reports which embittered Southerners, like Orliff
Dorman, savored.
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what most Union soldiers were saying about Olustee: "Well yes, we
were considerably worsted . . . . I guess Gen. Seymour thought he
could march through to Talahasse [sic] and find no one to oppose
him. From what I can learn he was ambushed." 21
The encounter with rebel forces at Olustee did nothing to
buoy the spirits of black Union soldiers. On the one hand, unsettling talk circulated through the Union forces that they had been
used as cannon fodder with inadequate weapons and little training. There was also mounting evidence that Confederates had
shot blacks who were wounded or trying to surrender. Sergeant
Major Rufus Jones, an African American, wrote:
We can learn nothing of the colored prisoners. It is reported that they were killed on the field. When shall this weakness and folly on the part of our authorities cease? And
when shall these atrocities be met with that vengeance and
re-taliation they sojustly merit? *Whereare the colored prisoners captured on James Island, July 16", 1863, and those
captured at Fort Wagner, July 18"? And lastly, where are
those captured at the Battle of "Olustee," February 20",
1864? Can any man answer this question? If, while we are
pampering and petting rebel prisoners, Federal prisoners
are hung and enslaved, we are exchanging smiles for kicks
- paying gold and honor for dross and dishonor.22
Talk of such racially-motivated atrocities following the Olustee
debacle surely embittered black soldiers serving in the Florida campaigns. In his 1957 dissertation, historian David J. Coles addressed
the topic of the mistreatment of black soldiers at Olustee and
declared it "remains a subject largely ignored by historians." 23
Instead of covering themselves with glory, the black regiments at
Olustee, having participated in a fmstrating defeat, had to content
themselves with simply having again proved that they could die on
21. Captain Oscar D. Ladley, Hearth and Knapsack: The Ladley Letters, 185'7 - 1880,
ed. Carl M. Becker and Richie Thomas (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1988),
16'7.
22. Rufus S. Jones, "Letter 16,"A Grand Amy, 46.
23. DavidJ. Coles, "FarFrom Fields of Glory: Military Operations in Florida during the Civil War," 1864-1865. unpublished dissertation, Florida State
University, Tallahassee, 1957; David J. Coles, "Shooting Niggers Sir"
Confederate Mistreatment of Union Black Soldiers at the Battle of Olustee,"
Black f i g Over Dhie - Racial Atrocities and Repmsals in the Civil War, Gregory
J.W. Urwin, ed. (Southern Illinois University Press, 1992) 65-88.
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the battlefield as easily as whites. The men of the 3" USCT missed
the battle and the chance for glory, but they, no doubt, absorbed
the frustrating lessons learned by their comrades. They would
remain in Florida another twenty months without seeing action.
The defeat at Olustee ended the federal government's brief
ambition to bring Florida back into the Union. President
Lincoln's hopes of finding Union support in the state withered in
view of the obvious lack of interest among Florida residents.
Florida's capital of Tallahassee would not fall into Union hands
until the South's surrender at the war's end. From February 1864,
until the end of the war, Federal forces in northeast Florida largely confined their activities to maintaining control over the main
ports and conducting raids inland for contraband, materials, and
livestock. The 3rd USCT was partially converted into heavy artillery
batteries which were placed at strategic points along the St. Johns
River. Lt. Cyrus Brown recorded that Jacksonville was "calm and
quiet-nothing occurs to break the sluggish pace of the military
routine." Off-duty hours in Jacksonville became more appealing
after the men learned to appreciate the bounty of the north
Florida woods, rivers, and creeks. Brown wrote:

Am enjoying myself hugely at this place. Go a-boating,
hunting, fishing, whenever we like. We've run around
huge alligators and have had the pleasure of rapping one
on his head with an oar. 24
Except for one notable raid into the interior near Ocala, the
3rd USCT remained near the coast, occupying St. Augustine,
Jacksonville, and Fernandina. The regiment's infantrymen drilled,
and the companies that had converted to artillery batteries practiced their marksmanship across the St. Johns River. The Union's
wartime occupation of Jacksonville continued through the winter
of 1864, essentially without incident, and then, in April 1865, word
came that Lee's army had surrendered. For Florida the war was at
last over, but the 3rd USCT remained.

North Florida's Post-war Occupation
Clearly no one knew what to expect from the defeated South in
the various southern communities and General Ulysses Grant
ordered many USCT regiments to remain as garrison soldiers to
24. Brown Diary, 28 March, 20 April 1864.

Published by STARS, 2009

13

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 88 [2009], No. 3, Art. 6

ensure the security of the lives and property "of all classes." Grant
later conceded that, in retrospect, these troops were left in the South
longer than absolutely required, but because of the vigor of the
Southerners' wartime fight, "nobody knew." 25 The 3rd USCT continued its occupation of Jacksonville in large part to ensure the protection of the newly-freed black populations who congregated there.
Some detachments were also sent inland into areas of north Florida.
In the seven months between the war's end and the establishment of a national policy regarding the former Confederacy, state
and local officials watched President Andrew Johnson and waited
for Congress to reconvene in December to spell out the terms of a
reconstruction program. To dispel "misinformation"some officials
believed black soldiers were passing to freedmen, Florida's provin
at the Methodist Episcopal
sional Governor William M a ~ spoke
Church in Quincy, Florida. His visit was designed to inform the
large congregation of freedmen assembled there what he thought
they should expect from emancipation. He began by conceding
that although some of those present had participated in battles,
their comparatively minor involvement was not sufficient to entitle
them to the credit of having earned their freedom. Said Marvin:
"This [freedom] was brought about by the workings of Almighty
God, and not by the designs of men." Marvin, however, reassured
them that they never again would be slaves. Many freedmen, uncertain, but hopeful, of what they might expect from the government
in reparations, did not know what to do. Edward Lycurgas, the son
of Pearl Randolph, recalled his father's oft-told account of the
uncertainties of the new freedom for ex-slaves in North Florida:
Freedom was declared soon after we got back to dis country
and de whole country was turned upside down. De po niggem went mad. Some refused to work and dey didn't stay in
one place long 'nough to do a thing. De crops suffered and
soon we had starvation time for 'bout two years After dat
everybody lernt to think of a rainy day and things got better.26

25. Ulysses S. Grant, The Civil War Memoirs of Ulysses S. Grant. Bryan M . Thomsen,
ed. Single vol. abridgement and reprint of Personal Memoirs of Ulysses S. Grant.
New York, Charles L. Webster & Co., 1885 (New York. Tom Doherty &
Associates, LLC, 2002). 425.
26. Pear1 Randolph, as told to Edward Lycurgas, 5 December 1936, The Amm'can
Slave: A Composite Autobiography. Vol. 1'7,ed. George P. Rawick (Westport, CT:
Greenwood Publishing, 1972), 207.
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A Florida correspondent of the New Ymk Times,in a December 1865
article reported his more optimistic view of race relations, which
reflected white confidence of the maintenance of the racial hierarchy:
[TIhere is a better understanding [in Florida] between former masters and slaves than in any other state in the South.
. . . Fanaticism in many portions of the Southern States has
gone by the board, thanks to the appointments of men of
enlarged minds as Commissioners, kc. The idea that the
white people of the South were to be ruthlessly turned out
of house and home, and that their fair lands and estates
were to be divided among indolent black squatters, or in
other words, that the tables were to be turned, and that the
former master become slave, and the former slave master-this idea , I say, was still born, and all such teachings
were as factious as they were abortive, and the only sufferers from the effects of the dissemination of such incendiary
doctrines are the poor Negroes themselves . . .27
The soldiers of the 3rd USCT saw little to engage their optimism.
Like other black regiments performing garrison duty after the war,
they showed increased signs of frustration, which took the form of
insubordination,drunkenness, and rowdiness. Some officers continued to discipline unruly troops with the harsh corporal punishments
characteristic of the nineteenth century military. The thumb-tying
routine especially i h r i a t e d black soldiers, as reflected in the case of
Private Alexander Benjamin, a soldier in the 103rdRegiment, USCT.
When an officer ordered him tied up he shouted, "Tie me up if you
want to, but if you do, by God, you will be sorry for it." He lunged at
the officer, as if to strike him. The officer testified he grabbed a club
and struck his prisoner in the head eight to ten times. He then had
Benjamin tied up by his thumbs to a tree. After being strung up
Benjamin shouted after his officer, "Lt. Henderson, you are a damn
son of a bitch, and I'll kill you, God damn you, as soon as I get loose.
I will go to Col. Bogert and if he don't give me satisfaction I'll settle
him and every white son of a bitch in the regiment." The furious
Alexander Benjamin was court-martialed,sentenced to four years in
prison, and given a dishonorable discharge.28
27. New York Times,9 December 1865.
28. General court martial of Private Alexander Benjamin; RG 94, MM 3707,
NARA, Washington, D.C.
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The array of brutal punishments varied with the imagnations
of the officers administering them. The sadistic practices of
Lieutenant Colonel Augustus Benedict triggered the army's first
African American mass protest at Ft. Jackson in Louisiana. The
army afterwards called it a mutiny. Benedict covered the men's
feet, hands, and faces with molasses and staked them to the
ground for all-day exposure, attracting ants and assorted insects.
The army refused to accept his resignation, court-martialed him
instead, and discharged him from the army.2g
Punishments in Jacksonville were similarly harsh, but conformed to contemporary military standards. By 1865, painful disciplinary measures such as thumb-hangings were a part of a
declining tradition of corporal punishment in the American army.
The customary manner of administering this punishment required
that an officer strip the prisoner to the waist and tie him by the
thumbs to an overhead support-his toes barely touching the
ground, his quivering calves quickly turned to jelly, as his thumbs
strained from the sockets. 30 Minor offenders were subjected to
other limited-term tortures that included so-called "bucking and
gagging,"-tymg and gagging the soldier; "riding the horse,'forcing the soldier to straddle a narrow, elevated rail; tying an
offender in the sun, stretched over a caisson wheel; publicly stringing up a soldier by his thumbs to be lashed; or by other abusive
public displays.31
African Americans reacted to these torturous punishments in
a far different way than had whites in the regular volunteer army.

29. "Mutiny at Ft. Jackson, La.", 9 December 1863, Official records of the Union
and Confederate armies, 128 vols. (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1880-1901), 1st ser. 26 (I) , 476-479, for sentences (hereinafter cited
as OR) ; Report of Maj. Gen. Nathaniel P. Banks, U.S. Army, and Proceedings
of Military Commission, HQ of the Gulf, New Orleans, 11 December 1863.
OR , 1st ser., 26 (I):456-474, molasses, 468. Benedict also reportedly used a
cart whip on soldiers, 4'70.
30. Capt. William H.Walrath, Proceedings of GCM, Sam Harley, 00 14'7'7.5, RG
153, NARA.
31. Brown Diary, 13 August 1864. Lt. Brown of the 3rd USCT describes the caisson wheel stretching; Thumb-tying, riding the wooden horse, standing on a
barrel, leg-irons, ball-and-chain, and an offender's bearing a placard with the
name of the offense, such as "Thief," or "Drunkard" were all utilized during
the Civil War, but soon after phased out. See W. Winthrop, Military Law and
Precedents 2nd ed. (1868) (War Department, 1920), 441-42; Bell Irvin Wiley,
The Life of Billy Yank: The Common Soldier of the Union (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
University State Press, 1988, 1952), 207-210.
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Some white officers appreciated the fact that many USCT soldiers
were former slaves and often had been victims of such antebellum
punishments inflicted by slave-masters. The more sensitive officers
refused to subject men of African heritage to plantation-like tort u r e ~ . ~Other
*
officers, who had learned old-army methods in allwhite regiments, continued to apply demeaning punishments to
black troops and became angry when such methods caused dissension in the ranks. They believed that the Union army's tradition
of iron discipline, common to all branches of the Union army, was
the vehicle that would elevate the black man. 33
In the 3rd USCT young officers like Second Lieutenant
Graybill, First Lieutenant Cyrus Brown, and Captain Edmund
Barker resorted to harsh corporal punishments to enforce discipline in the ranks. Cyms Brown, who would be a major prosecutorial witness in the Jacksonville mutiny trials, wrote in his diary on
August 13, 1864--seven months before the war ended-that discipline was a problem. Blacks in the regiment, he said, were frequently insubordinate. Brown recorded that he had held his
temper in a confrontation that day but admitted that he had come
close to cutting a soldier down with his saber when the man he
attempted to discipline-by tying him out in the August heat-had
repeatedly broken the ties that lashed him to the caisson. 34 Brown
reflected that his regiment still employed the old-army techniques
such as spread-eagling soldiers-strapping their arms and legs to
caissons--or immobilizing them--clamped to a ball and chain. 35
The growing antagonistic relationships encouraged bullying
supervision of soldiers by young officers, some of it fueled by overt
racial contempt. On June 14, 1865 Second Lieutenant Henry K.
Cady of the 34th Regiment, USCT, on duty in Jacksonville as an
officer of the Provost Guard, humiliated a black noncommissioned officer before the assembled company, yelling at him,
32. See, e.g., Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Army Life fen a Black Regiment, (New
York: W.W. Norton, 1984, 1869). Col. Higginson attempted to instill a feeling of manhood and pride in his troops, which he felt demeaning forms of
punishment counteracted.
33. Keith P. Wilson, Campfires of Freedom: The Camp Life of Black Soldiers During the
Civil War. (Kent, O H : Kent State University Press, 2002), 21-25.
34. Brown Diary, 13 August 1864; Strapping to a wheel was an old-line British military punishment. The man was tied by the ankles and wrists in the form of an
"X'-called the crucifixion position; See Robert Graves, Goodbye to All That
(New York: Doubleday Reprint, 1998), 176.
35. Brown Diary, 13 August 1864.
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"Damn your soul, if you don't have a cap by next inspection I will
take them stripes off of you." On the following August 10th Cady
made good on his prior threat and proceeded to upbraid the rest
of his assembled, black, noncommissioned officers as follows:
If you noncommissioned officers of this company don't
obey me better than you have, I will break every damned
one of you, and take off them damned stripes and reduce
you to the ranks.
Cady followed this rebuke on September 20, 1865 with a
telling rant, which resulted in his being discharged from the Army
by a general court-martial. The charges alleged that Lieutenant
Cady, in public, made the most provocative of racial slurs about
one of his enlisted soldiers:
The damned nigger did not belong to the human race,
and the form of his head showed it to be a fact, and that it
could be proved by the Bible;" and that when asked by
Captain James Montgomery "what he came into a colored
regiment for," did answer, "that he came into the regiment for the benefit of his pocket, as every other man did

. . . .36

A court-martial review of Captain H.M. Jordan, an officer of
the 34th Regiment, USCT, based in Jacksonville, reflected that the
Captain had been charged with sexual misconduct with a "certain
colored woman" in sight of enlisted men as the two lay by daylight
in his quarters on his bed or bunk "in a suspicious, disgraceful and
unbecoming manner." The reviewing officers nevertheless
reversed the lower court's "guilty" finding due to errors of due
process; Major General J.G. Foster, commanding the Department
of Florida, released Captain Jordan and returned him to
A
double standard of moral conduct between blacks and whites
seemed evident, and black soldiers deeply resented white officers,
like Jordan, who without serious consequence, consorted with
women of color. The enlisted men considered these officers hypocrites and resentment among the African American men in the
36. Headquarters Department of Florida, re General Courts-Martial of 2d Lt.
Henry K. Cady and Captain Henry M. Jordan, 34th USCT, Tallahassee, 18
November 1865, Special Order No. 170,20 September 1865.
37. Ibid.
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regiments was palpable. Fifteen months before the mutiny, a soldier of the 3rd USCT angrily wrote the Christian Recmder an
unsigned letter of complaint: "We have a set of officers here who
apparently think that their commissions are licenses to debauch
and mingle with deluded free women under the cover of darkness.
The conduct of these officers is such that their presence among us
is loathsome in the extreme." 38
Garrison duty continued to be a time of idleness, and many
Union soldiers eased the tedium with alcohol. Officers considered
liquor a problem, but they recognized the soldiers' frustrations at
having to remain in the Army, far from home at a time when men
of other units had already mustered out and were back with their
families. Officers generally ignored the soldiers' excessive drinking, and as a result a cluster of new saloons opened in Jacksonville,
along Bay Street. By July 1865 the Savannah Daily Herald editorialized that whites had become a minority in Jacksonville and that
black soldiers in the city were "difficult to control." On October 5,
1865, the Unionist newspaper, Jacksonville's Flom'da Times, reported that younger whites in Jacksonville were inclined to show blacks
"what was what." The Rorida Times speculated that a race war
might come of it. 39
Following the initial euphoria of victory, African American soldiers in Jacksonville came to realize that the racial attitudes among
whites in the post-war South-even among their own officers-was
not unlike their prewar views. At the same time, Southern men,
former Confederates, were returning home; and in exchange for a
simple federal loyalty oath, reclaimed their properties and
resumed their civil rights. For the resettled former Confederates,
life was good again.
Sounding a theme voiced by General Grant, many newspapers,
and Southerners all over the South, the Jacksonville Provost
Marshal in Jacksonville published a communiquk in which he suggested that former slaves were indolent and content to accept
hand-outs rather than find work. The Provost warned that his
office would find something for them to do at one of the surrounding farms-a not-so-subtle suggestion that the government expected them to work for their former masters. The Provost Marshal
continued in these words:
38. R.H.B. to editor. AME Christian Recorder, 6 August 1864.
39. Editorial, Rorida Times (Jacksonville,FL),5 October 1865.
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The sooner colored persons can understand that they are
to work for a living the better it will be for themselves and
for the country. The winter is approaching and the issue
of rations by the Government being forbidden, they will
find themselves and their families greatly benefited in
accepting the employment offered them by their former
masters. . . . 40

r~

...:*

Orliff Dorman was not persuaded that federal authorities
understood the situation and wrote that in his view abolitionist
policies had exacerbated the hostilities he observed between white
and black soldiers:
There has always been, I believe, more or less hostility
between the black & white soldiers. And it is natural it
should be so, when it is seen what effort the so-called government has made, in such ways as it has made them, to
force down the dogmas of abolitionists, having adopted
them as their own, in their wantonness & recklessness.
There have been no whites of consequence here, for some
time back, & the negroes have presumed a great deal, having had full swing. There are not many white troops here
now-a company or two perhaps.. .41
~acksondllewas about to lose many of its black soldiers. The
3rd USCT was exactly 21 days from departure. Unlike other USCT
units, the 3rd had avoided a major incident during its time in
Jacksonville. The editor of the Florida Times reported that the soldiers of the regiment, under Colonel Frederick Bardwell, were
preparing to embark for Philadelphia to be mustered out. Said
the Times, "It [the 3rd USCT] has acquired an enviable reputation
for discipline and efficiency, and its departure will be more generally regretted than if its character had been less respectable. Some
of its most efficient officers, we are glad to know, intend to return
and take up their residency in the State."42
Again, OrlifE Dorman saw it differently than did the Florida
Times. He recently had observed an armed skirmish between
Union soldiers encamped in the town. In caustic phrases, Dorrnan
- -

40. Florida Union (Jacksonville,FL), 6 December 1865.
41. Dorman papers, 183-84 (3 October 1865).
42. Editorial, "To Be Mustered Out,"FZorida Times (Jacksonville,FL), 9 October
1865.
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wrote that the 3rd USCT was scheduled for departure, and he
could not conceal his satisfaction:
It is said the 3rdU.S.C.T. are to be mustered out of service.
They have been gathering them in here from the interior
for some time back, for that purpose: & the officers are, I
believe, mostly engaged making out their muster-out rolls.
Every little helps. After awhile we may get rid of the whole
tribe: but the proceeding is very slow, as though they were
reluctant to leave. They seem to like it here.
I see Grant has ordered the discharge of all the black
troops, except some at Key West and Tortugas-by their
entire riddance, I don't know anything would cause so
great benefit. 43

The Mutiny
The mutiny was preceded by foul weather. A hurricane had
brushed the Florida coastline in late October, but the morning of
October 29 dawned clear and still. The incident that produced the
mutiny began with the capture of a molasses thief and the effort by
the Duty Officer, Lt. George Graybill to tie the thief by his thumbs
to punish him for his actions. Jacob Plowden had avoided trouble
since his court-martial at Morris Island, but as he exited his tent,
he saw a soldier hanging above the officer and sprang into action.
Waving his arms and moving between the tents, he called out to
other soldiers that the punishment was a "damned shame." When
he threatened to cut the man down, Private John Miller took up
the
Miller angrily suggested that the thumb-hanging had
been implemented only because the regiment was located in the
South, shouting, "I never saw anything of this sort in Philadelphia.
. . Let's take him down. We are not going to have any more of
tying men up by the thumbs." Captain George Walrath, watching,
later testified that Miller swore and acted "like a mad-man." 45
Within a few minutes a group of twenty-five to thirty-five agitated soldiers had crossed the parade ground to confront the officers.
43. Dorman papers, 232-34.
44. Sgt. Charles Jones, testified Plowden was "considerably in liquor."
Proceedings of GCM, PrivateJacob Plowden, 001477, RG 153, NARA.
45. Captain George Walrath, Proceedings of GCM, Private Jonathon Miller,
001477, RG 153, NARA.
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Private Richard Lee shouted out to onlooking soldiers, "Come on,
the man has been hanging there long enough."46With his musket
in hand, Plowden joined a group moving toward the scaffolding.
Sergeant CharlesJones ordered him to put away his musket and to
go back to his tent. Plowden obeyed, but approximately twenty soldiers advanced toward the scaffold where the man dangled. 47
Lieutenant Colonel Brower and Lieutenant Graybill stood next to
the scaffolding, while Lieutenant Cyrus Brown watched from the
side of the field from atop his horse. When the protesters were ten
to fifteen feet away, Brower pulled his revolver and fired three
shots into the group. Two of the shots hit PrivateJoseph Green in
the chest and arm, and he collapsed.48 Cries rang out: "He's
shooting-get your guns." At this the men who were unarmed
began to run for their tents to retrieve their weapons.
Confusion reigned. Brower and Graybill, firing their sidearms, ran after some of the men. Racing from their tents, the
enlisted men returned fire. Black noncommissioned officers struggled to quell the riot, grabbing the soldiers' weapons and discharging them into the air. Others ordered men to return to their tents
and to stay there. Enraged black soldiers yelled encouragement
for others to take revenge against their officer. In the midst of the
bedlam, Brower was shot in the thumb and collapsed to the
ground. Several men half-carried the dazed Brower into the safety of the cookhouse before moving him to the hospital.
Among the officers, Brower received the most serious injury,
but others reported violent confrontations and near-misses.
Second Lieutenant Edward B. Fernow hit Calvin Dowrey on the
shoulder with his saber after the soldier cursed him. In retaliation,
Dowrey whacked the lieutenant on the head with a fence rail, while
another soldier knocked the officer to the ground when he tried
to rise. In a confrontation between privates, Joseph Preston saw
Private James Allen run into the street with a musket in his hand.
Allen yelled, "Let me shoot the son of a bitch." Preston grappled
with Allen, pulled the musket away from him and discharged it
into the air. According to Preston, Allen "cursed me for a son of a
46. Sgt. Washington and Richard Lee, Proceedings of GCM, Private Jonathon
Miller, 001477, RG 153, NARA.
47. CharlesJones, Proceedings of GCM, Private Jacob Plowden, 001477, RG 153,
NARA.
48. Cyrus W. Brown, Proceedings of GCM, Private Joseph Nathaniel, 001477, RG
153, NARA.
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bitch and I struck him."49After a few minutes the agitated Private
Allen confronted Captain Edmund Barker. He grabbed Barker by
the arm, walked him to the Captain's tent, stripped him of his
sword, and tied him up. Allen stood guard over the officer until
Colonel Frederick Bardwell freed him. Allen then fled to his own
tent, where he remained until he was arrested.
In the meantime, assistant surgeon Watson Porter, with the
assistance of other soldiers attempted to move the wounded
Brower out of the camp to a hospital. As they were leaving,
enraged soldiers yelled at the fleeing off~cerand shot in the direction of the would-be rescuers. Two noncommissioned officers
blocked and disarmed the men trailing Brower's group.
Lieutenant Cyrus Brown had troubles of his own: a mini6 ball
whistle past his ear and moments later a soldier reached over the
horse's flank, pulled Brown's service revolver from his side pocket,
and disappeared. The molasses thief also disappeared. Colonel
Bardwell, officers, and noncommissioned officers finally restored
order and made fifteen arrests. The prisoners were logged into the
Bay Street stockade of the Provost Marshal. Legal officer, Alva A.
Knight, immediately filed the army's charges of mutiny.
The Courts-martialProceedings
Army definition of mutiny included all manner of revolt
against constituted authority. In one example, a Union soldier,
William Walker, was court-martialed for mutiny in South Carolina
and executed by firing squad because he had led a work stoppage
among enlisted men as a protest against the Army's low pay for
black troops.50 In the case of the Jacksonville mutiny, several
events converged to produce death sentences for six of the convicted soldiers. In October 1865, northeast Florida remained under
federal authority as a "theater of war" and martial law made possible the death penalty for a mutiny c o n ~ i c t i o n .In
~ ~addition, the
Jacksonville melee resulted in a maiming injury to the senior regi49. Private Joseph Preston, Proceedings of GCM, James Allen, 001477, RG 158.
NARA.
50. Glatthaar, Forged, 173.
51. Mutiny in a period of war, insurrection, or rebellion carried a maximum punishment of death. Florida was technically still in a state of rebellion even
though the war had ended five months earlier. This nuance permitted the
men to be executed and also truncated the time and path of appeal. See discussion of Captain B. Kevin Bennett, "The Jacksonville Mutiny," 165.
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mental officer, a breach of discipline that doomed those accused
of either shooting at him or agitating others to revolt. All six men.
who received death sentences either instigated the unrest or were.
accused of shooting at officers that morning. Finally, the event
occurred within the context of widespread fear. Rumors circulat.
ed throughout the South that freedmen were plotting to slaughter
former slaveowners in a Christmas uprising. Although military officials had investigated and discounted the rumors, the persistent
fear posed a threat to the peace and could not be ignored in an
area where black troops were charged with keeping the peace.52
Two days after the mutiny, the courts-martial began. Colonel
William W. Marple appointed the courts martial "detail" and
ordered them tried aboard the steamer St. Mary's, the raised and
restored Confederate blockade-nmner. In addition to its isolation,
the St. Mary's was a comfortable choice for the mutiny trials. The
courts-martial proceedings likely were staged in the upper saloon.
At the trials, Lieutenant Brown was shuttled in and out of the
various proceedings as an all-purpose prosecution witness for
Judge Advocate A. A. Knight. Between the first and second day of
testimony, in different defendants' trials, Brown changed his initial testimony about the circumstances of Lieutenant Colonel
Brower's first shots. On October 31-the first day-he had said
that the men advanced unarmed, and that Lieutenant Colonel
Brower had "fired three shots at the party," wounding one man
who fell, whereupon the soldiers ran for their weapons. 53 On the
second day-November 1-at Sam Harley's trial, Brown offered
that the company commander had fired "two shots into the air."
If, however, Brower fired a total of two harmless shots, the testimony did not account for Brower's two bullets that undisputedly
were lodged in Private Green. Lieutenant Brown, on the second
day, also revised his original testimony that the soldiers had fled
to get their muskets, to say the protesters were already armed
when they approached the officers on the morning of the mutiny.
Most of the officers on the court-martial panel had been appoint52. N m York Times, "NegroInsurrection,"reprinted from Savannah Republican, 26
December 1865; N m York Times, "Sensational Rumors of Negro Outbreaks,"
25 December 1865; Dan T. Carter, "TheAnatomy of Fear: The Christmas Day
Insurrection Scare of 1865,"Journal ofSouthemHistory 42, no. 3 (August 19'76):
345-364.
53. Testimony of Cyrus Brown, Private Joseph Nathaniel, transcript of general
court-martial,File 0014'7'7,RG 153, NARA, Washington, D.C.
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ed from the 3rd USCT, and seemingly were not troubled by these
inconsistencies.
On the third day, November 2, the court took up the case of
the soldier who first rallied the men against the thumb-hanging
punishment. As Private Jacob Plowden stormed up and down the
row of tents, he shouted that the thumb-tying punishment was
imposed more often in his regiment than in any other, and it was
not done in white regiments at all. According to William
Winthrop, a prominent military-law authority, the more brutal
forms of army discipline were indeed on the wane54and the hanging-by-thumbs punishment was not uniformly administered, even
locally, as Plowden proclaimed.55 Plowden's real grievance was the
sting of racial dis~rimination.~~
When he yelled to his comrades
that he would rather die on the spot than see any more men tied
up, Plowden perhaps believed that he would receive no worse punishment for his actions than he had received two years before at
Morris Island-thirty days on bread and water.
On November 3, the fourth day of the courts-martial,
Lieutenant Colonel Brower appeared at the trial of Joseph Green,
the soldier he had shot. Brower's brief testimony was remarkable-both for its brevity and for the lack of significant questioning of his actions. The Lieutenant Colonel said nothing about his
condoning the practices of torture used by his officers and was
allowed to ignore the question of his allowing such practices in his
regiment. He was not questioned about his having directly intervened and having personally bound the prisoner and hoisted him
by the thumbs, although emphasizing these details would have
impeached his general credibility.
Under normal circumstances, the accused had the right to
have appointed independent counsel, but with the mustering out
only days away, the men all waived this safeguard and allowed the
prosecutor to represent them. The Judge Advocate, A.A. Knight,
conducted his purported defense of Private Green who, like the
54. W. Winthrop, Military Law and Precedents, 2nd ed. (1868) (Washington,D.C.:
War Department, 1920), 441-42.
55. Private Richard Lee also submitted a written statement in which he said the
men of another company had taunted him on the morning of the mutiny:
"Whatkind of a Company is yours that let your men be tied up?"Proceedings
of GCM, Richard Lee, 00 1473, RG 153, NARA, Washington, D.C.
56. Regimental Infantry Books, 3rd Regiment USCI, Book 1 of 7, Page 54, RG 94,
NARA.
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rest, had waived assistance of counsel. In a trial before a disinterested body ofjudges it would have been important that Lieutenant
Colonel Brower himself did not label his first shots "warning shots"
fired to deter Joseph Green, but claimed that he fired and "missed
him." Realizing his lapse, the Lt. Colonel then stated that he
patiently waited, hoping that Private Green would retreat before
Brower was forced to shoot. Brower maintained that Green
advanced on him even after Brower had shot and missed him at
close range; he could not allege that Green had fired first. Green,
according to Brower, was coming at him, still priming his (theretofore unloaded) musket. The doomed Green, testified, dubiously,
that he had his musket in his hand but never lifted it until he was
hit. There was no cross-examination of Brower. As a result Lt.
Colonel John L. Brower left the courtroom without ever having to
answer for his considerable responsibility in the provocation of this
incident.
The outcome of the courts-martial was swift. The courts-martial panel sentenced the six men to be shot by firing squads at Fort
Clinch, and they were boated there to be held in the below-ground
security cell. Of the six men condemned to death, four had fired
at their officers: David Craig, Joseph Green, Thomas Howard and
Joseph Nathaniel. Jacob Plowden was found guilty of inciting the
mutiny. James Allen had tied up Captain Barker in his tent. While
they waited in the underground cell, the findings and sentences
were sent for departmental review. 57
Other sentences seemed arbitrary considering the actions of
the individual soldiers. Jonathon Miller was found guilty of
encouraging the mutiny and received a sentence of two years. His
sentence by comparison seems light considering that his "I never
saw this in Philadelphia" speech was almost as provocative as
Plowden's, and according to the surgeon Watson Porter, was "calculated to lead the men to cut down" the prisoner.58 Calvin
Dowrey, who struck Lt. Fernow with a fence-rail, received a sentence of fifteen years. William Moore was arrested with an unfired

57. Major General J.G. Foster, Gen. Order No. 39, Headquarters Department of
Florida, 13 November 1865, Tallahassee, approved all convictions and sentences with the exception of Waters. Order signed by Chas. Mundee, Assistant
Adjutant General.
58. William H. Walrath and Watson Porter testimony, Proceedings of GCM,
Private Jonathon Miller, 00147'7, RG 153, NARA.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol88/iss3/6

26

Fannin: The Jacksonville Mutiny of 1865

musket in his hands and received a sentence of ten years. Sam
Harley encouraged the mutiny by urging the men on-calling
them cowards-and received a sentence of ten years. Alexander
Lee was found guilty of encouraging others to resist. He received
two years.
Plowden was not alone in his hatred for thumb-hangings. To
all African American soldiers, being hoisted by the thumbs was an
unspeakable indignity. To them it was galling evidence that white
officers considered them inferior. A few, like Jacob Plowden, were
not prepared to see it again. The Army eventually moderated its
practices of physical abuse of enlisted men after the Civil War, but
it was not soon enough to salvage the lives of six black soldiers who
on October 29, 1865,took a deadly chance on resistance.
The Executions at Fort Clinch.
The punishment being death, the procedures for preparing
the executions were ritual is ti^.^^ At noon on December 1, 1865
armed Union soldiers escorted the condemned men from the
guardhouse at Fort Clinch. Formally and solemnly, the little procession headed toward a sandy plateau overlooking the Atlantic
Ocean at the entrance to the Amelia River. A resigned Jacob
Plowden smiled as he passed the small crowd of onlookers and
spoke to a watching child: "Goodbye, my boy." They continued
out toward the sea and stopped before six black coffins, arranged
in a tidy line.60 A firing detail of thirty-six African American soldiers drawn from the 34th Regiment, USCT, commanded by First
Lieutenant John J. Stuart, were placed, six each in front of each
condemned man and his coffin. Behind these six-man firing
squads stood the 7th Infantry Regiment. Flanking on either side

59. Winthrop, Military Law and Precedmts, 418. The procedures are usually left to
the officer in command of the post where the prisoner is being held. They
usually include the prisoner being accompanied by the chaplain, a firing
party, coffin-bearers,and headed by the Provost Marshal or other officer, the
band playing the "Dead March," to an open space on three sides of which the
command is formed facing inwards. After the prisoner is placed, the charge,
finding, sentence, and orders are read aloud. The firing is directed by the officer and after the execution is completed, the command breaks into columns
and marches past the body.
60. Personal information taken from Regimental Infantry Book, 3rd Regiment
USCT, Book 1 of 7. The six condemned men were James Allen, 25, David
Craig, 23, Joseph Green, 19, (occasionally misspelled Grein), Thomas
Howard, 21, Joseph Nathaniel, age unknown, and Jacob Plowden, 46.
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in the prescribed formation were detachments
Infantry Regiment, USCT.~'
A newspaper reporter from the Nmida Union stoo
and strained to hear the m d e d words of Lt. Stuart as
the orders of execution and the conviction-approvals
GeneralJ. G. Foster. Facing the firing squads, the conde
now seemed composed, unlike their demeanor earlier th
the newsman visited them in their cells. According to the
were "somewhat depressed and some "almost frantic,"
divine mercy. Two of the soldiers were Catholic, being a
in the stockade and at the execution site by Father Chamboe. The
others were counseled by the Reverend Emerson, a resident clergy-,!,,;
man. These clerics stayed beside the condemned men until.- ,,
moments before the shots were fired.
Forgoing his bravado the morning of the mutiny when he
railed against thumb-hanging, as he faced the firing squad Jacob
Plowden declared that he was guilty of instigating the mutiny and
hoped that all who heard him would be guided by his fate.
Following the army execution procedures precisely, Plowden and
the others were blindfolded and made to kneel before their
coffins. Father Chamboe and Reverend Emerson, still offered solace but backed away as they continued their prayers. They were
interrupted by Lieutenant Stuart's shrill command: "Fire." Each
dead soldier was immediately laid facedown in his coffin and
buried there, overlooking the ocean. They placed no rnarkemG2
The burial detail then marched away. The last of the little crowd
of onlookers broke up. As the Union reported described the scene,
the execution-burial site was deserted except for the sea gulls overhead, dropping busily into runs of finger-mullet,unmindful of the
tableau that man had played out below.63
61. Thirty-six African American soldiers were from Companies 0 and K of the
34th USCT and the flanking soldiers were commanded by Captains Hammill
(commander of the Post) and Jordan. The white 7th Infantry Regiment was
commanded by Lt. Grossman.
62. Robert I. Alotta, Civil War Justice: Union Army Executions under Lincoln,
(Shippensburg,PA: White Mane Publishing Co., 1989),39-40. This facedown
procedure was the reverse of the Christian tradition of a face-up burial, in the
posture of facing heaven. The executed soldier faced hell and received an
unmarked grave.
63. The details of the execution are extracted from The Florida Union,
December 3,1865. A newspaper reporter of the Union was delegated to report
the mass executions.
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Six dishonored men lay dead in unmarked graves by the sea at
Fort Clinch. Hurricanes and storms after 1865 eroded the dunes,
uncovered the burial site and washed the caskets and bones away.
The burial site is now underwater, fifty yards offshore. On the
chattering sea gull dropping into the water for minnows look and
sound the same.

. . .the fish no long investigate them
for their bones have not lasted;
men lower nets, unconscious of the fact
that they are desecrating a grave,
and row quickly away-the blades of the oars
moving together like the feet of water spiders,
as if there were no such thing as death."
64. Excerpt from Marianne Moore, "The Grave," (1921), in Cary Nelson, ed.,
Anthology of Modern American Poetry (NewYork: Oxford University Press, 2000).
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